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    As a famous literary critic, Lentricchia also devotes himself to writing novels, 
with the Music of the Inferno being his first novel in its true sense. The study of ethnic 
relations has long been popular in critical circles. In this novel Lentricchia also 
illutrates his own views on how to solve the ethnic-related problems in the 
prototypical society of Utica in U.S.A. This thesis aims to apply postcolonial theory to 
study the trauma theme in the novel through a minute examination of the individuals’ 
and the society’s trauma including its symptoms, fightbacks and solutions. At last, the 
narrative techniques in the novel are also studied to further illustrate Lentricchia’s 
themes.       
A series of individual trauma and social problems are firstly presented to the 
reader in this thesis, including Robert's sense of rootlessness and alienation, Spina's 
extreme passion for politics and "ethnic divisions" and turmoil and ethnic pressure in 
Utica. Lentricchia also gives the reason: it is because of the ceaseless surges of ethnic 
pressure stimulated by those bourgeosie represented by Spina. Then the writer of this 
thesis analyses how Robert starts to correct those problems by reavealing the history 
of notorious Utica ancestors. Besides, during the process, other characters’ history is 
also revealed, including that of Alex and Paternostra. Reavealing either the individual 
experience or the group’s history leads to some kind of recovery and a new rule for 
Utica.   
    The writer of this thesis finally comes to the conclusion that, for Frank 
Lentricchia, every race may in fact comes from the same beginning and that we 
should return back to the beginning. And a post-ethnic society should be built where 
all ethnicities live in an integrated condition, like what they do at the beginning.  
In this novel, Lentricchia adopts the literary allusions and historical facts to 
illustrate his view. The richness of classical literary allusion, the large amount of 















all help to make his view more convincing and vivid.  
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Introduction 
Frank Lentricchia, currently a literature and film studies professor at Duke 
University, was born to working-class parents in Utica, New York, on May 23rd in 
1940. His parents are the children of immigrants from Southern Italy. He was 
graduated from Utica College in 1962, and earned his M.A. from Duke University in 
1963, and his Ph. D. in 1966. Lentricchia has published several controversial and 
acclaimed books and establishes himself as a famous literary critic. His first two 
books are on poetry, namely the Gaiety of Language: An Essay on the Radical Poetics 
of W.B. Yeats and Wallace Stevens, which is sprung from his dissertation while in 
Duke University, and Robert Frost: Modern Poetics and the Landscape of Self, which 
is published in 1975. Then he turned his great interest to literary theory, and published 
his ground-breaking book After the New Criticism in 1980, which "circulated as the 
Little Red Book of this particular cultural revolution" (Tinari 16). Daniel T. O'Hara 
comments that Lentricchia has provided "the first sustained and fully informed 
critique of theory" (O'Hara 230). This book has stirred the literary circle and initiates 
the discussion among critics. Some of the book's harshest critiques, then, came not 
from the theory-averse, but from theory-lovers who were beginning to wonder 
whether their newly minted jargon could ever change the world. So in 1982, 
Lentricchia writes another theory book Criticism and Social Change as an answer to 
his critics. The final piece of his critical trilogy, Ariel and the Police, was published  
when he was at Duke. After his short stay at Mepkin Abbey, the Trappist Monastery in 
South Carolina in 1991, he began to write a set of autobiographical meditations, 
which was published in 1994 as The Edge of Night: A Confession. As to this kind of 
writing, Lentricchia once commented that "I felt myself launched into a totally 
different literary space, one in which I was writing about what actually happened. ... I 
thought it was very seductive, I enjoyed it very much" (22). In the following years he 
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Johnny Critelli and The Knifemen, The Music of the Inferno, Lucchesi and The Whale, 
The Book of Ruth, and The Italian Actress. Among them, The Edge of Night: A 
Confession is one with the autobiographical sense. 
          I wanted to get as far away from literary criticism as possible. I wanted to 
do a kind of writing that would stem not from the rational, but from the 
fingertips or from the blood or from some other bodily fluid, but not from 
the brain, the rational brain. (25) 
This statement signifies, to some extent, Lentricchia's resolute transition from 
criticism to fiction writing.  
The Music of the Inferno is Lentricchia's longest sustained work of fiction, and 
his first novel "in the more traditional sense" (24). It relates a story about Robert 
Tagliaferro, who has the outlook of an Italian but is adopted by a black couple named 
Reeds. He flees his hometown Utica to Manhanttan at the age of eighteen after he 
discovers a girl's dead body when hunting. He stays at a book store in Manhattan and 
works for it. This part is entitled "The Blue Doll" in this book, and then in the next 
chapter, which is entitled Chapter 1, forty-two years have passed and Robert, a 
sixty-year old man now, decides to return to Utica. Therefore, in the following 
chapters, his activities all take place in Utica after he comes back. On arriving at Utica, 
he meets another protagonist, Alex Lucas, who is a famous amateur golf athlete and a 
real estate agent in Utica. Alex helps arrange his meeting with another six characters, 
namely Joseph Paternostra, who is ninety years old and a major mafia capo, Albert 
Cesso, who is 35-year-old dentist, Louis Ayoub, a fifty-five-year-old professor of arts, 
literature, and philosophy, Sebastian Spina, a mayor candidate who comes from an 
influential Italian family, Raymond Hudson, who stays with Joseph and who has a 
weight-lifter figure, and John, the owner and bartender of Joe's. They have three 
dinner parties altogether during which the history of Utica and the stories of Italian 
American's ancestors are revealed by Robert. Besides, they also talk about the baby 
murder case and the topic of fatherhood is discussed. The book ends in Robert's 
leaving his hometown again and goes far away to the west.  
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various social problems in Utica, different kinds of personalities and the problems 
within ethnic groups, to man's identity and so on. Lentricchia sets the story of The 
Music of the Inferno in Utica, most of its inhabitants being Italians. In fact, he 
establishes Utica as a prototypical Italian city in America, and therefore, the town can 
be taken to be symbolic of an ethnic society in this era. This allows the problems 
presented in the following chapters to be representative of the problems faced by the 
other ethnic societies.  
On the one hand, the Italian-American race shares a lot of similarities with the 
other ethnic groups. Its history of immigration to America happened primarily during 
1880-1920 (Swowell 132). In this period, most emigrants were from the south and 
most of them were from rural areas with a high proportion of small peasant land 
holdings. Italy is a country whose economy differs greatly between the south and the 
north with the north more developed in its industry and its climate appropriate for the 
crops. Before the 1880s when a large swarm of Italians came to America, it was the 
northern Italians who first arrived in America and instead of doing labor, most of them 
led their lives by running small businesses or working as craftsmen. So their 
economic level of them was not as low as that of other immigrants and they were 
generally accepted by the American society. But their relationship with their 
countrymen who arrive later from the South was fairly cold and hostile. Instead of 
helping them adapt to the new society, they blamed intensely those men for fear that 
their improper behavior would cause censure for the whole race from the mainstream 
society. Most of the northern Italians preferred to claim themselves as Americans 
rather than grouping themselves with the south Italians. They claimed that the south 
and the north were from different clans so that the American government even had to 
count them separately in the demographic census.   
In addition to the hostile attitude from their own northern countrymen, the 
southern Italians were also treated unjustly for a long time by the American 
mainstream society. Most of them came from poor rural areas and had a relatively low 
level of education and as a result, most of them lacked basic survival skills. They had 
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Besides, their "primary settlements were village communities of associated clans 
under close patriarchal rule" (Hearder and Waley 18), and this custom continued after 
they came to America. They still lived together in a small area with the families or 
with those from the same place, seldom contacting with other countrymen or races, 
which made it more difficult for them to blend in the mainstream society.  
    On the other hand, Utica is a "fair city of such clear ethnic divisions" 
(Lentricchia, The Music of the Inferno 72), with different races of people living in 
different parts and rich and poor people living in different streets. So through this 
book, Frank Lentricchia deals with the problems between different ethnic groups. 
    To Frank Lentricchia, the ethnic people, on the one hand, are leading their life 
under the impact of racism, being hurt by the unjust treatment from other races. On 
the other hand, there are various kinds of problems within their own group, which also 
brings great harm to them. Therefore, this book portrays an authentic picture of a real 
postcolonial ethnic society, reminding the readers of problems faced by the ethnic 
groups in the postcolonial era. Frank Lentricchia not only criticizes the damage of 
nationalism to the Italian ethnic group but also criticizes racism by describing the 
personal and social trauma caused by it. To sum up, Frank Lenricchia deals with 
racism, ethnicity, nationalism, cultural identity in the book. He tries to present all of 
the problems faced by the ethnicities and tries to find out a way out for them. Hence, 
this thesis will read the book with postcolonial theory for the sake of a better 
understanding of the book and the author's thought. 
There are many researches about ethnicities today and postcolonialism, which 
deals with the interrelationship of politics, society, economy, culture and values 
among different nations, is an effective theory in such researches. It focuses 
particularly on the way in which literature by the colonizing culture distorts the 
experience and realities and inscribes the inferiority of the colonized people who 
attempt to articulate their identity and reclaim their past. Simply speaking, it is 
concerned with the unbalance status among different cultures. It is above all a 
reflection on the difference, a discourse about the Other, and more importantly, an 
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